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Split 
 
 
There was a time when, if I saw some light from a globe caught in a window 
reflection and thought it was the moon, I would have to tell my brother straight 
away, and he would have to see it too. 
And when I learned that a group of crows was known as a murder, and that clams 
and oysters came in beds, and jellyfish in smacks, I’d had to tell Kip immediately, 
and hear him say it. 
And when I dreamt of spiders, crawling across my eyelids as I slept, strangely 
shaped like our drawings of suns, Kip would listen and remind me to name them. 
On the ceiling above our beds we could identify Lois Lane, Muhammad Ali, or 
Don Bradman. 
My brother collected cicada shells from the bark of tree trunks, holding them up 
to the sun and turning them gently, their brittle husks delicate and shiny. 
And the antique bodies of spiders, their dead legs clasped, velvety remains on the 
verge of disintegrating. He handled each with the reverence of a taxidermist, 
because this one was Bruce Wayne, and this was Barbara Eden. 
These collections lined the windowsills and the ledge of our chest of drawers, and 
in bed at night I kept still because of them.  
Kip’s head was a dark shape on the pillow next to me, and sometimes he would 
hum, and I would remember the words in my head. Other nights he would play 
with my hair because we both liked the way it felt in his hands.  
Once he took my face in his palms and looked at me carefully. 
Shut your eyes, he said. 
The scissors slid sideways through my fringe, and I held still; held my breath, 
suddenly very conscious of my eyelashes. 
We hid my hair inside a pillowcase, and after that I couldn’t sleep, listening out for 
the sounds of our dad. It might have been his voice, muted through the walls, or 
the chink of a mug or glass bottle on the verandah boards, or the sound of his ute 
engine as it choked to life. 
Kip and I lay awake facing the window and pretended to identify the shapes of 
bones in the gumtrees: ribs and elbow joins and long arm and leg and finger-
bones we didn’t know the proper names for. The trees transformed into 
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skeletons, whole graveyards, and the bones belonged to the few people we’d heard 
of or read about who were dead or disappeared. 
Later, when it was our dad who’d done the disappearing, I’d bring him up with 
my brother, trying to force Kip to remember with me. 
How one weekend our old man took us fishing, and this was the only time I could 
recall going somewhere in his ute. 
Kip and I had watched the familiar roads near our house reel away steadily 
through the back windscreen, and pointed out the places we knew to our dad, 
who hadn’t said anything. 
Look, Dad, there’s our tyre swing. Kip made that. We jump in the dam, Dad, and 
there’s yabbies. 
And look, that’s where the Stevensons live, and Cindy Stevenson dyes her hair 
with bleach out of the laundry cupboard. It’s all yellow-white, Dad, her hair. 
He’d nodded with his eyes fixed on the road, or sometimes made a throat-clearing 
noise or breathed fast out of his nose, and we weren’t sure if he had heard us, or if 
he was listening, but we didn’t repeat ourselves. 
We’d left before breakfast, the sun strobing sideways and white through the trees, 
then bright and hard in the sea so the water looked like diamonds. 
Nah, Kip had said to this, years later. 
He was sceptical when I brought it up, not convinced we’d ever gone fishing, or 
anywhere with our dad. 
The old man wouldn’t have been up that early, he told me. And if he went, it 
wouldn’t’ve been with us. 
It was the same about the dare. Beneath creaky jetty boards, knee-deep in water 
and heavy dark seaweed, Kip had eaten a bit of raw bait out of our dad’s bucket. 
Nah, my brother had said to that, years on. I don’t think so. And that’s disgusting; 
I would never’ve eaten bait. 
You did eat it, I’d insisted. You definitely did. 
~ 
In our last years of high school, my brother started seeing a girl named Amy, who 
I’d later remember in fragments. Her long milkmaid hair, or the way she looped 
the coiled telephone cord around her thin wrist, seated on our linoleum kitchen 
floor.  
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The trace of beer on her lips the night the three of us walked home together from 
a party, taking swigs from brown glass bottles, and how she’d whispered that 
chant: step on a crack, break your mother’s back. 
Kip bought himself a Datsun with split vinyl seats and an inconstant radio. Car 
keys in hand he would say he had to split, and I would think of a gash or tear, 
cracked skin and bloody knuckles, but all he really meant was he was ready to get 
out of here. 
Sometimes he’d end up on the Princes or Hume Highway and not return for days. 
Once he sent a postcard. A matte and yellowing picture of a shoreline that Amy 
dropped into her purse and kept.  
She was at our house a lot then, even when Kip wasn’t. Our mum was working 
shifts, and so it was Amy and I most nights, boiling pasta in a pan, heaping the 
sauce on cold. 
The night the power went out she was washing her hair in our shower, the drain 
of which had become a nest gritty with her bobby pins, which were a gold that 
made me think of old-fashioned keys.  
I was in the kitchen when the light above the table dimmed and went out, and 
Amy came out of the bathroom, pale and dripping and calling my name. The 
sound of falling water travelled down the passageway with the breathless disorder 
of her words.  
Is that you? she said, calling out my name. 
Yes, I said. Who else would it be? She gave a sigh or a sob, I couldn’t tell which. 
When she reached me, standing close, her skin shone bluish-white in the dark 
Why isn’t he coming back? she said, and her breath made a strange, choked 
sound.  
I thought of his word, split: something breaking and separating. Amy reached out 
and traced the soft inside of my elbow with her fingers. I could tell she was crying 
then, and wondered if she had been the whole time, crouched against the salmon-
coloured shower tiles. 
He is coming back, I said. He has to. Did you leave the water running? I could 
taste steam and smell her half-rinsed hair. Her hands were wet and cold.  
You should get a towel, I said. Go turn off the taps, and I’ll find us some candles.  
Instead I went to my bedroom, fingers brushing against the wallpaper and the 
edges of architrave. I closed the door and climbed into bed, listening to shower 
water shift through the pipes. 
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I got up again once the electricity had returned—yellow light spearing through my 
closed eyelids—and found Amy watching I Dream of Jeannie. She was wearing three 
towels, one wound around her hair, another around her body, tucked tight at the 
armpits, and the third like a shawl over her shoulders.  
Without looking up she said, You know, I’ve decided: I’m going to marry Larry 
Hagman. 
~ 
I didn’t know Kip was home until he knocked at my door in the night, two nights 
later. 
Hey, you awake? Get dressed, quick.  
Outside, I slid along the bench seat of the car and sat next to him in the half-light. 
The sky was eerie and I couldn’t be sure whether it was night or early morning. 
Kip’s clothes smelled of rum. I might have fallen asleep in the car; all I could 
picture later were our faces, holograms in the windows’ dark glass.   
He drove us to the beach and we sat close to the dunes, shivering in the sharp air. 
The sand and the air looked shades of blue. He lit a joint and passed it to me. 
Looking to the direction of the sea, he said: we’re as far south as it gets. All that’s 
south of here is Antarctica. 
Tasmania, I told him. There’s sea then Tasmania then more sea—the Southern 
Ocean—and then Antarctica. This sounded right. 
I said, tell me something about Amy, and he shook his head: No. 
Yes, I said, tilting my face to slide the hair out of my eyes, but he didn’t say 
anything. I let the s carry like the hiss of a snake. 
Do you know, I said then, that string is the collective noun for ponies? 
I leaned back and kicked my feet into the damp sand. Your skin looks blue, too, I 
told him. 
Kip sat up slowly. Shit, he said, and I could see the smoke fly out of his mouth, 
silver on his cold breath. I’m never getting high with you again. 
I looked at the water and said: Do you think this is it? The beach Dad took us to 
that time? 
Nah, I don’t, he said. 
I waited for him to say more but he just buried the roach in the sand and said 
come on, let’s split.  
Not yet, I told him, but he was already making his way up the dunes, humming a 
song I had no words for.  
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